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Summary
It is commonplace for regulators to apply a cost-benefit assessment of the likelihood of
(non)compliance when they are introducing new regulations. However, empirical studies
have shown that generally people are much more likely to comply than a calculation of their
benefits and costs might imply. Early behavioural studies into peoples’ (non)compliance
initially took a dualistic approach assuming that people would either fully agree or disagree
with implementing regulations. This has been shown to be too simplistic to address the
complexities involved in understanding peoples’ actual behaviour when they are responding
to new regulations.
In this paper a Social-Cognitive Model (SCM) is proposed for providing an understanding of
peoples’ compliance behaviour and predicting their likely responses to regulatory
interventions affecting their lives. The SCM’s strength is that it integrates three existing
theories describing peoples’ policy motivation, social contract alignment, and personal
dissonance. In the model, compliance behaviours are encouraged when the regulations
appeal to intrinsic motivations, when people have a trusted relationship with the regulator,
and when people want to support the intent of the regulation. In contrast, noncompliance
behaviours are more likely when the regulation appeals to extrinsic motivations, when in
peoples’ experience the regulator appears to be unfair, and when the regulation is perceived
to be a threat to the majority of peoples’ existing behaviours. The type and level of
enforcement then can be matched to the factors that can encourage compliance and reduce
noncompliance.
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Utility Models
A number of compliance and noncompliance studies have examined the personal utility of
regulatory options as the main determinants for understanding and predicting how people will
respond to them (beginning with Becker, 1968). Policies for the taxation of both private
citizens and companies, have been particularly important to central governments and early
models of the utility of compliance were applied to taxation (Allingham & Sando, 1972).
The use of utility models imply that citizens will comply with regulations when their
perceptions of the benefits from doing so outweigh the perceived costs of noncompliance.
Addressing the issues of compliance arising from the use of utility models requires providing
monetary (or other) incentives to encourage cooperative behaviours, and increasing fines (or
other material disincentives) to discourage noncooperative behaviours. Utility models with
some modification are still being used in some jurisdictions (e.g. Buechel et al., 2018).
Utility models have been applied to the adoption of environmental practices by Pannell
(2003), van Reenen (2012), and Renwick (2019). These studies describe people making fully
informed rational choices between alternative activities based on their apparent benefits and
costs, although sometimes calculating these can be quite difficult (Scholz, 2003). Although
utility models have assisted regulators by providing them with an understanding of
motivations for simple behaviours, utility models of compliance behaviours and the resulting
economic deterrence models for noncompliant behaviours, have unfortunately not generally

been able to predict the likelihood of compliance or the risks of noncompliance with any
confidence for regulatory development (OECD, 2000).

Dualistic Models
Building on the economic models, initial behavioural studies into (non)compliance have
examined the propensity of citizens towards enacting compliant or noncompliant behaviours.
Initially these studies took a dualistic approach to the subject – citizens could be compliant or
they might be noncompliant but they couldn’t be both at the same time (Hamilton, 2012).
Dualistic approaches support regulatory design that focusses on monitoring behaviour within
the target group, enforcement of desired practices, and sanctions that are intended to
encourage obedience to the rules (Tyler, 2006, OECD, 2000). The initial papers supported
the development of more tools for enforcement, but they provided little insight into
understanding why and how noncompliance occurs in the first place.
As researchers began examining the motives for (non)compliance, a number of factors have
emerged. Compliance has been related to peoples’ sense of duty, institutional trust, and
feelings of citizenship and so noncompliance has been associated with the absence of these
factors (May, 2005). There has also been a growing understanding that the level of
compliance may reflect the operating context of citizens. Bewsell and Kaine (2005) found
that farmer use of environmental practices was highly related to their farming context and the
practicality (or not) of implementing them within their farming systems. Botha et al. (2006)
found that available technologies could be limiting farmer application of good environmental
practices. Other research has described how peoples’ social context influences their likely
compliance with tax laws (Blumenthal et al., 2001). Some of these researchers have utilised
the literature of Rogers (2003) describing noncompliant people as ‘laggards’ (Gunningham &
Sinclair 2002). Understanding and predicting compliant behaviours is made easier when the
desired behaviours are described quite specifically in the policies and rules themselves (Ajzen
& Gilbert-Cote, 2008). In these cases a range of models are available from sociology and
social psychology to aid policy makers with understanding and predicting the desired
behaviour (Parminter, 2019). However, these models are less useful for understanding and
predicting noncompliant behaviours because of the range of behaviours involved; from those
behaviours that may result from well-intentioned but ill-judged decision making, to those that
might actually be considered subversive (Étienne, 2010).

Enforcing Responsive Regulations
Applications of the utility model for understanding compliance and the deterrence model of
enforcement have been shown to under-estimate the level of voluntary compliance amongst
citizens (Scholz, 2003). Determining ex ante the level of enforcement required can be quite
difficult. In situations where peoples’ apparent noncompliant behaviour is heavily influenced
by their operating context and their social situation, it is easy for a singular approach to
enforcement to appear unfair resulting in greater resistance. Indeed an overly punitive model
of enforcement has been shown to actually encourage resistance and exacerbate the potential
for noncompliance (Kagan & Scholz, 1984). The appropriate approach according to Ayres
and Braithwaite (1992; Murphy, 2004) is to apply responsive regulation matching the level of
enforcement to the degree of cooperation shown by citizens. Ayres and Braithwaite created a
pyramid of enforcement with most of the regulatory effort being used for persuading
voluntary compliance with the law and only if this proves to be ineffective would more
punitive sanctions be introduced. They contend that to be effective, the pyramid has to be
known by the public, in advance and the steps in the pyramid adhered to by the enforcement
agency. In their application of responsive regulation the Australian Taxation Office assumes
that three situational constraints may lead to noncompliance (Murphy, 2004). These are that:

people may not know how to comply with the regulations in which case they need to be
provided with that information; people may not want to comply and so should be involved,
encouraged and if necessary enforced; and people may not be able to comply and should be
enabled and empowered (Hamilton, 2012). In this model the motives for noncompliance
remain simplistic and peoples’ lack of obedience attributed to singular motives operating in
isolation (Étienne, 2010).

General Behavioural Model For (Non)Compliance
A number of authors find that peoples’ tendency towards compliant or noncompliant
behaviours can be quite complex and difficult to predict (for examples Feld and Frey, 2007;
Paternoster & Simpson, 1996). Étienne (2010) could find in the literature no formalised way
of understanding the noncompliant behaviours of individuals within a target population when
their multiplicity of actions occur simultaneously and are associated with a multiplicity of
motivations. However, building on Étienne’s review, a possible explanatory SocialCognitive Model (SCM) is displayed in Figure 1. In the model, compliance behaviours are
encouraged when the regulations appeal to intrinsic motivations, when they have a trusted
relationship with the regulator, and when people want to support the intent of the regulation.
In contrast, noncompliance behaviours are more likely when the regulation appeals to
extrinsic motivations, when in their experience the regulator appears to be unfair, and when
the regulation is perceived to be a threat to the majority of peoples’ existing behaviours.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Figure 1. A Social-Cognitive Model of (non)compliance resulting from policy motivation,
social alignment and personal dissonance
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Policy Motivation
This part of the SCM utilises the ‘motivation crowding theory’ of Frey (described in Feld &
Frey, 2007). According to the theory, people can have extrinsic or intrinsic motivations to
comply with regulations, and often they have a mix of both of them.
Extrinsic motivations to comply with regulations are when there are sufficient rewards and/or
punishments put in place to make compliance the best rational option for people to choose.
Extrinsic motivations are associated with prescribing activities rather than focussing on
outcomes. Interventions that are externally motivated tend to be standardised for all citizens
without modification for more or less compliance. They generally require the regulator to
observe people in the target community to detect obedient behaviours and they often include
significant threats of punishment for noncompliance (Feld & Frey, 2007).
Intrinsic motivations exist when people consider that being obedient is rewarding enough in
itself, and they have an internalised norm encouraging compliant behaviour. Intrinsic

motivations are generally high if the regulator and the target group have a constructive
working relationship and the regulations are being developed cooperatively (Feld & Frey,
2007).
The nature of the regulatory interventions can strengthen or weaken peoples’ intrinsic
motivations to comply. When people initially have a strong intrinsic motivation to comply
the introduction of a regulation with extrinsic compliance mechanisms substitutes for and can
dominate, their intrinsic motivation. This could be the effect of paying for compliance or
adding financial penalties for noncompliance. External motivations may be sufficient to
actually increase noncompliance amongst the target group if the extrinsic motivations have a
relatively large influence but are still insufficient to completely substitute for the intrinsic
motivations that have been replaced.
Rather than introducing external motivations, peoples’ intrinsic motivation to comply with
new regulations can be stimulated and enhanced, such as through promoting peoples’ sense
of civic responsibility and their sense of duty to their community (Étienne, 2010).

Social Contract Alignment
People tend to behave as if there is an underlying social contract between themselves and the
government (Scholz, 2003). It may include an uneven power relationship, but when
governments appear credible and other citizens are also obedient, people will try and meet
their state-defined obligations. People build their confidence in government institutions from
previous encounters with officials, government agencies or similar institutions and the level
of reciprocity that they experienced during those encounters. Peoples’ previous personal
encounters with government and regulator officials is extremely effective at generating
highly salient attitudes and beliefs that are very formative in guiding peoples’ subsequent
behaviour towards government agencies (Scholz, 2003). Different life experiences result in
different expectations about future relationships and with that comes different levels of trust
and willingness to comply with government regulations.
People know that they will not benefit from every new regulation (distributive fairness), and
so people rely upon the regulatory process having been open, transparent and accessible to
them (procedural fairness) in order to decide how willing they are to be compliant with
regulations that may disadvantage them in some way (Scholz, 2003). Procedural fairness is
able to mitigate some of the inevitable disappointments from anticipating distributive
fairness. The values underlying these assessments provide the basis of peoples’ formation of
an implicit contractual obligation to cooperate with regulatory institutions. When distributive
and procedural fairness are lacking, people no longer trust the regulator.
The critical function of enforcement of regulations is to assure people that other citizens will
meet their ‘contractual’ obligations. This means that being obedient is the correct thing to do.
The government’s deterrence capability is more important at guaranteeing the behaviour of
others than acting as a deterrent for individuals themselves. However, if people feel that
those powers may be used against them to compel them to do things that are not in their best
interests, the application of a regulator’s coercive powers can disrupt their feelings of
obligation to the government (Scholz, 2003). Too little enforcement will not provide people
with enough assurance about the behaviour of others, whereas too much enforcement
(picking up accidental and inadvertent noncompliance) adversely affects peoples’ perceptions
of procedural fairness, and undermines an initial social contract of obligation with the
regulator (Scholz 2003).

Personal Dissonance
When people are concerned about the changes that they might be required to make as a result
of the introduction of a new regulation they can suffer from personal cognitive dissonance.
The greater the gap between the expected behaviours and their own beliefs, attitudes, and
preferences, the greater the amount of stress that this can cause (Harmon-Jones & Mills,
2019). Despite their feelings of dissonance, when a regulator is trusted and people have
confidence in the general purpose for a required behaviour they may still try to comply with
the regulations. However, when they don’t, they can become uncooperative (Hurley, 2020).
People responding to pressure to make changes as a result of regulations can adopt one of
four coping sensibilities, spread in two dimensions, separately, or in combination
(Braithwaite et al., 2007):
•
•
•

•

They may have feelings of being oppressed, leading them towards becoming less
cooperative or resisting the new regulations.
By thinking morally, they may decide to accept the regulations, rationalise acceptance
of their strictures and become cooperative with the regulator.
They may try to undermine the regulations, seeking ways of regaining personal
control and asserting individual independence from the regulatory authority in order
to reduce the impact of its strictures. They may indulge in game playing, doing just
enough to avoid enforcement, whilst minimising the costs of fully complying.
They may be committed to the overall purpose of the regulations and so want to better
understand the regulator’s expectations, and try to make changes to achieve the
desired outcomes.

When the majority of people in a community (70-80%) consider that a new regulation
incorporates behaviours that are already common place within their community and that it
has been procedurally fair they are likely to accept the regulation and support its
implementation (Parminter, 2016; Thomas et al., 2016; Benkler, 2011; Yan et al., 2015).
They are also likely to support enforcement for encouraging compliance amongst recalcitrant
people around them (Parminter et al., 2006).

Discussion and Conclusions
The purpose of this paper was to review a selection of the available literature on compliance
behaviour and use them to build a generalisable theory for understanding and predicting
levels of compliance and noncompliance. The paper began by discussing the limitations of
taking a benefit-cost approach to assessing the utility of new regulations and then using the
calculated net gain or loss as the basis for predicting peoples’ likely responses. The main
limitation was that on its own, this approach underestimates the actual levels of compliance
that are being achieved in practice. Early studies had a dualistic perspective for describing
compliance. This was a tendency to assume that people were either fully committed to
implementing a regulation or that they fully rejected it. These approaches have been found in
empirical studies to be too simplistic and unable to account for the diversity of responses that
people have actually been making.
By utilising more recent approaches in the published literature, a Social-Cognitive Model
(SCM) was developed in this paper. The model can be used to provide insights into peoples’
motivation to comply or not comply with regulations. It integrates three existing theories as a
practical way for regulators during policy design, relationship building and policy
implementation, to consider the key elements influencing compliance behaviour. The SCM

can be generalised across policy interventions and compliments more detailed studies into the
behaviours associated with specific policies (Parminter, 2009). The model fits well with
models for the enforcement of regulations such as the Responsive Regulation Model (Ayres
and Braithwaite, 1995) and Smart Regulation (Gunningham and Sinclair, 2002).

References
Ajzen, I. and Gilbert-Cote N. (2008). Attitudes and the prediction of behaviour. In Attitudes
and Attitude Change, W. D. Crano and R. Prislin (eds), pp 289-311, Psychology Press, New
York.
Ayres, I. and Braithwaite, J. (1995). Responsive regulation: transcending the deregulation
debate. Oxford University Press, New York.
Allingham, M. G. and Sando, A.(1972). Income tax evasion: a theoretical analysis. Journal of
Public Economics 1, 323-338.
Becker, G. (1968). Crime and punishment: an economic approach. Journal of Political
Economy, 76:169-217.
Benkler, Y. (2011). The penguin and the leviathan: how cooperation triumphs over selfinterest. Crown Business, New York.
Bewsell and Kaine (2005). Adoption of environmental best practice amongst dairy farmers.
Paper presented at the Eleventh Annual Conference of the New Zealand Agricultural and
Resource Economics Society (Inc.). AERU Discussion Paper No. 152.
Blumenthal, M., Christian, C. and Slemrod, J. (2001). Do normative appeals affect tax
compliance? Evidence from a controlled experiment in Minnesota. National Tax Journal,
54:1:125-138.
Braithwaite, V., Murphy, K. and Reinhart, M. (2007). Taxation threat, motivational postures,
and responsive regulation. Law & Policy, 29:1:137-158.
Buechel, B., Feess, E. and Muehlheusser G. (2018). Optimal law enforcement with
sophisticated and naïve offenders. CESifo Working Papers, Munich Society for the
Promotion of Economic Research, Ludwigs‐Maximilians University’s Center for Economic
Studies, Munich, Germany.
Étienne, J. (2010). La conformation des gouvernes (English translation). Revue française de
science politique, 60:2:493-517.
Feld, L. and Frey, B. (2007). Tax compliance as the result of a psychological tax contract: the
role of incentives and responsive regulation. Working Paper No.76, Centre for Tax System
Integrity, Research School of Social Sciences, Australian National University.
Gunningham, N. and Sinclair D. (2002). Leaders and laggards: next generation
environmental regulation. Greenleaf Publishing Ltd, Sheffield, United Kingdom.
Hamilton, S. G. (2012). New dimensions in regulatory compliance – building the bridge to
better compliance. Atax 10th International Tax Administration Conference, eJournal of Tax
Research, 10:2:483-497.
Harmon-Jones, E. and Mills, J. (2019). An introduction to cognitive dissonance theory and an
overview of current perspectives on the theory. In Cognitive Dissonance, Second Edition: Re-

examining a Pivotal Theory in Psychology, E. Harmon-Jones (Ed), pp 3-24, American
Psychological Association, Washington DC.
Hurley, (2020). Co-designing the environmental land management scheme in England: the
why, who, and how of engaging ‘harder to reach’ stakeholders.
Kagan, R. A. and Scholz, J. T. (1984). The "criminology of the corporation" and regulatory
enforcement strategies. In Enforcing Regulation, K. Hawkins and J. Thomas (eds), pp 67-95,
Kluwer-Nijhoff, Boston.
Marra, M., Pannell, D. J. and Ghadim, A. A. (2003). The economics of risk, uncertainty and
learning in the adoption of new agricultural technologies: where are we on the learning
curve? Agricultural Systems, 75:2-3:215-234.
May, P. J. (2005). Regulation and compliance motivations: examining different approaches.
Public Administration Review, 65:1:31-44.
Murphy, K. (2004). Moving towards a more effective model of regulatory enforcement in the
Australian Taxation Office. Working paper No.45, Centre for Tax System Integrity, Research
School of Social Sciences, Australian National University.
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2000). Reducing the risk of
policy failure: challenges for regulatory compliance. Report prepared by OECD Publishing.
Parminter, T. G. (2009). Natural resource policy management in New Zealand: three studies
based upon the theory of planned behaviour. VDM verlag, Saarbruchen, Germany.
Parminter T. G. (2019). Designing policy interventions to change environmental behaviours:
theory and practice. Rural Extension & Innovation Systems Journal, vol. 15, no. 1, pp 49-61
Parminter, T. G., Duker, A. and Hughes. J. (2016). A regional collaborative extension project
to decrease nutrient losses to waterways in the New Zealand dairy industry. Rural Extension
& Innovation Systems Journal, 12:1:23-31.
Parminter, T. G., Waters, C., and Mortimer, C. (2006). Examples of extension and policy
strategies developed using theories of human behaviour and social marketing. In Practice
change for sustainable communities: exploring footprints, pathways and possibilities, R.J.
Petheram and R.C. Johnson (eds): APEN 2006 International Conference, La Trobe
University, Beechworth, Victoria, Australia.
Paternoster, R. and Simpson, S. (1996). Sanction threats and appeals to morality: testing a
rational choice model of corporate crime. Law & Society Review, 30:3:549-583.
Renwick, A., Dynes R., Johnstone, P., King, W., Holt, L. and Penelope, J. (2019). Challenges
and opportunities for land use transformation: insights from the central plains water scheme
in New Zealand.
Rogers, E. M. (2003). Diffusion of innovations (5th ed.). Free Press, New York.
Scholz J. T. (2003). Contractual compliance and the federal income tax system. Washington
University Journal of Law & Policy, 13:1:139-203.
Thomas, A. S., Milfont, T. L. and Gavin, M. C. (2016). A new approach to identifying the
drivers of regulation compliance using multivariate behavioural models. PLoS ONE 11(10):
e0163868. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0163868.

Tyler, J. & Feld L. P. (2006). Why people obey the law: experimental evidence from the
provision of public goods
van Reenen, E. (2012). Increasing uptake of environmental practices on sheep and beef
farms. Report prepared for Kellogg Rural Leaders Programme.
Yan, H., van Rooij, B. and van der Heijden J. (2015). The enforcement-compliance paradox:
lessons about matching regulatory priorities to compliance motivations from pesticide
regulation in China. Legal Studies Research Paper Series No. 2015-24, School of Law,
University of California.

